MIND GAMES

It was like being in the midst of a storm, except turned inside out. Somehow the storm
swirled inside of his mind and emotions while outward control and calm and order were
seen as the image of the stable and popular teenager. He was the student athlete, the
academic attractive in many ways, leadership caliber to those who sort out such things.
He many friends who included the respect of the “common”, quiet faceless students who
gained little notice their entire high school years. Somehow he had cultivated a
sensitivity that joined with a true sliver of compassion. Coupled with his ease at both
athletics and academics was a wide awareness of others. A sincere interest and caring for
others gripped; he wondered who they really were, who they wanted to be.

Calm and accepting waves went out from Erik, who was becoming more and more a
master at hiding what was churning on the inside. No one knew that athletics were only a
growing diversion to keep his thoughts from feverish unanswerable questions that few
others seemed to ever ask, and fewer yet had any reasonable answers to. The more
pressing these inner anxieties, the harder he worked at each task, each sport, each class,
and the closer he scrutinized those around him for clues! Were others wrestling as he
was wrestling? Had they made any discoveries, or had they either given up or never even
had the “inner hunger” work them over as it had Erik for so long. At times he felt his
mind burn with questions that had no answers. He was more and more perplexed because
he always had been taught the best answers, truest answers were waiting to be found by
an honest searcher.

To the people of the town who watched him in the seasonal sports games, to those who
shopped at his parents’ food store, to those who looked from a distance, he was the model
of stability in a youth. Mothers with teen daughters looked at him with that peculiar
smile and twinkle. He was a pleasure to visit with as he stocked shelves or rearranged
displays or checked out customers bagging as he rang up the numbers. Erik’s humor was
a mixture of light-hearted sarcasm and absurd silliness depending on the listeners.
Smaller children flocked to the candy counters to bargain for the deal of the week
mixture of things Erik would bag up from the bulk assortments. Yet, all the while the
translations of Russian, German and French novelists tumbled in his mind prodding and
poking in a mocking way at all that kept Erik sane.

The old Russian writers stretched his appetite for reading until he exhausted nearly all
of their books. Other writers who sometimes sincerely, but most often in pure cynicism
looked at life’s purposes. Kafka, Camus, Sartre, Hegel, Dostoyevsky, and a string of
Scandinavians played havoc with Erik’s mind. These thinkers and entertainers indulged
the paradoxes of the heart, adding little and taking much. Erik felt under siege even as he
poured through the books. His appetite to know, to understand the essences of meaning
secretly grew and grew as with “labor pains”.

“They were all parasites,” Erik concluded. Even some of the Oriental writings simply
“drifted off somewhere”! In their own selfish despair or “nothingness” they tried to
entice others into the intellectualized misery of their own lives. The couple of books in
the literature class had been a curiosity. But then the others followed and created an
obsession. These many writer/thinkers had offered nothing, yet remained attractive in a
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strange seductive, intellectual way. They often mocked and scoffed at absolute truth in
morality. They offered no hope for touching reality and hope. Their novels and essays
became a loud, screaming noise of confusion in his mind. And it was becoming more
and more difficult to keep those thoughts in the background. Every day became a series
of battles in trying to control the thoughts and impressions that flooded in and through his
mind. They would pour in at night, intrude into his dreams and gnaw at him in the
morning. Erik regretted ever picking up that first book on “being and nothingness” in
English class. A door of confusion had been almost forced open and seemed impossible
to shut. So he pushed himself harder and harder at school, the current sport and work at
the store. He slept less and for awhile felt better. It was like running a race and fighting
not to look back. His own plague of "reason and understanding in the existential
universe” seemed to subside with his busy pace. Yet, in spite of everything,

the churning hunger to know never lifted but continued on and on and on.

As for his friends, teammates and the others, they puzzled him! Why was he so
affected and they appeared so content with the motions of their lives. Most of them
seemed happy with their “music and motion”, as they called it, just trying to enjoy being
alive. Maybe they were afraid to look honestly at the questions ripping through Erik’s
consciousness. Some were satisfying their high school years with alcohol and sexual
adventures. They thought of themselves as “kind predators”, relishing every sexual
encounter as if it affirmed their “person- hood”. One of his teammates joked with Erik
telling him to “surrender to the animal lust; that’s what being a teen male was all about”.
They both laughed, but Erik felt a quiet grief for his friend. He felt worse yet because he
had nothing better to say.

There was someone though, who was quietly, steadily making an impression. Alan was
in several of Erik’s freshman and sophomore classes. He was “weird and nerdy” as the
girls used to say. He was plain, average, took shop type classes steering away from the
higher math and sciences that had filled Erik’s schedules. When the others joked about
him in gym classes, Alan only laughed as well. When he was left out of activities
because he was the odd one out, he only shrugged his shoulders and got busy doing
something else. He even became a manager for the junior varsity football team until the
coach grew impatient with him and firmly suggested he spend more time on his school
work and gave him the “boot”. But he took his lumps; he carried the mediocrity and still
seemed confident, stable and happy. Erik knew that someday they would have to have an
honest talk, though he didn’t know how to approach Alan.

The weeks of the final school year turned into months. Football season came and went
with more trophies, more personal attention for Erik and more seething and inner
tensions! His father had strained his back: so Erik was also spending more and more time
at the store early mornings, evenings and weekends, which all suited him fine. Combined
with the beginnings of basketball practice and the games, the days flew by gratefully.
Yet, the deepest, bittersweet desire persisted. Erik discovered several fringe poets whose
refined, intellectually coded styles pulled and stretched his thinking. In his guarded way,
he continued to plow through early morning and late night sessions trying to harvest good
from the views of these diverse voices. He laughed out loud often when he thought of his
football or basketball friends. If they could only see him reading abstract books of
poetry, some written by proud homosexuals. It amazed Erik how people could in a sense
grow up together in a small town, go through schools, sports, the whole thing and still
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have no clue who the other people around were! He began to systematically mull over
each of his classmates, their families, their outward circumstances, what he knew about
them personally. An array of details sketched scenes trailing all the way back to grade
school. Events, conversations, tears, injustices, physical attractions, defeats, family
tragedies and many small victories, many good things became clear once more. His own
past was incredibly vivid to him. Yet, why was his past so clear and purposeful and his
future so vague and utterly formless?

About that time Erik started spending some time with Gayla, a fellow senior. They had
been casual friends for years and seemed to enjoy each other. In any event, Gayla
triggered a humor and lightness that Erik took pleasure in. It was a surprise in direct
contrast to the role of serious student-athlete and conscientious, responsible son. She
helped him to “lighten up” the swirlings troubling his mind. Somehow she helped
awaken a portion of his soul that had been stunted or dwarfed. Though they both knew
their close level of friendship was probably a passing thing with graduation, there was
nevertheless something special happening! That was a new and healthy stimulation for
Erik. Gayla’s family belonged to a synagogue, but seldom attended. Her father ran the
only real quality clothing store in the entire multi-city area. Her “Jewishness” was
secondary, though from time to time he tried to ask her questions about her heritage and
culture. but she would only joke and laugh off the questions. Their family religion was
nominal. They had to drive too far to get to the nearest active synagogue.

Her eyes and her smile captured him in a silken net, and he felt his inner person drawn
in sharp contrast to the other surface relationships the last couple of years. She was
another mystery to Erik, one that made him feel happy for a change. When he would
mention a book or one of the numerous authors he had read, she would make up a silly
riddle about his or her name and punctuate it with something cute but double-edged
reducing their writings on “meaning and being” to foolish exercises of their selfish
intellects and swollen egos.

When Gayla asked Erik to go with her to a party one Saturday night after the game,
Erik gladly agreed. Even though he had to do some early morning work at the store, the
party would be worth it. Gayla’s cousin in a nearby town was having a birthday party of
sorts with a huge gathering of her school friends as well as some other young relatives.
They lived in a large sprawling house that centered on nearly two acres.

Saturday’s game finally came. Erik did his best to charge the team to a win over a
rival, but they came up short. Yet, Erik knew they would “lick their wounds” and come
out hard the next game. Needless to say, he was excited about meeting Gayla and
heading off to the party. His dad had entrusted him with the family car in what had
become a fun ritual. “Drive safely and have a good time” always punctuated the handing
over of the keys.

The cousin’s house was more than huge and very impressive. Her father, Erik found
out, was a corporate lawyer with a Fortune 500 company and traveled internationally.
The house was filled with things representing many countries and cultures, some bizarre
to say the least in Erik’s view. Nevertheless, the place was in ways exquisite, other
worldly with finery. The music room or chamber caught his imagination with the
beautiful gold colored harp in one corner near an ornate fireplace and a majestic concert
piano in another. Music was a talent and passion that flowed through this family. One of
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